NICHOLS- CHAPTERS 3-6 

A. epistephilia, ethics—producing an argument cut to measure; how values can be known and experienced 

B. historiographic space, from the inside 

C. the camera reveals the world and maker's preoccupation, subjectivity, and values; how style is meaning 

1. emotional tonality and authorial attitudes, a 'structure of feeling’ in the style, editing, images, etc. that prompts an 
emotional response and implies an ideology. 

a. the signifiers of accidentalness 

b. signifiers of the helpless gaze—inability to intervene 

c. signifiers of endangerment 

d. signifiers of willingness to intervene 

e. signifiers of empathy, even with the dying 

f. signifiers of a professional, objective gaze; power, the collective right to know; various professional codes 

2. modes 

a. expository's use of direct address, disembodied speech, universalized knowledge, constitutes its subjects as 
powerless, standing revealed but not able to reveal self 

b. observational 'fly on the wall'; 'masked interview'; organization of time and space similar to fiction; realism and 
metonymy; use of editing to make authorial commentary. 

c. interactive use of witnesses—do they serve an argument or is the argument based on what they have to say? 

d. reflexive mode introduces uncertainty, places distance from authorial omniscience and political authority 
characteristic of discourses of sobriety [vs. urgency for social change] 

3. 'ethics' implies universal values; 'politics' implies a place and struggle within hierarchy, power, ideology. 

4. rationalism and logocentrism — authority granted to this mode of expression [note prevalence in Univ Library doc'y 
collection, for ex.]; it is a distinctive mode of social inquiry. 

5. access to a world = fiction 

a. look in on a well lit room, overhear and oversee what happens, not seen by the occupants 

b. narrative unfolding in time, revealing and hiding 

6. access to the world = documentary 

a. reality of physical world, matter, energy, loss, mortality — exceeds all representations 

b. webs of signification, how we assign value and meaning to the world 

c. look out from a dimly lit room to hear and see what occurs in the world around us 

7. representation 

a. stand for a group 

b. make a case in a convincing fashion, put the facts to someone to convey a particular point of view 

c. provide likeness, model, depiction 

8. realism = the effect of providing, as if for the first time, a memorable form for experiences and concepts that the 
text purports only to reflect or reveal 

a. represents the world of social action, individual responsibility, common sense, the quotidian, a taken for granted 
obviousness and naturalness 

b. evidence becomes the material basis for an argument 

c. the documentary's ability to reproduce the world again and again, in all its historical uniqueness, in the service of 
representations and arguments, often from divergent points of view 

d. 'This is so, isn't it?' The 'isn't it?' is about plausibility and credibility, a tone often used by politicians. 

9. perspective = how STYLE and film construction offer a point of view and a TACIT argument. The view of the 
world implied by the selection and arrangement of evidence. = See for yourself. Objectivity and the emphasis on denotation 
are themselves perspectives. 

10. commentary = offering a particular statement about the world. = See It My Way. [direct address, with eyes directed 
toward us, or authorial commentary via a unique moment of editing, for example, intellectual montage or Brechtian 
alienation effect]. Multiple commentaries may conflict without resolution. 

11. degree of knowledge — from whose perspective and how much is known 

12. degree of subjectivity — how much do we experience the inner life of those filmed, share their perspective? 

a. use of social actors who convey a lively and complex personality, expressive 

13. degree of self-consciousness — most effaced in observational mode, which is most akin to realist fiction 

14. degree of communicativeness — how much of the truth is told and with what degree of delay [reflexive offers 

permanent uncertainty and unresolved suspense] 

15. rhetoric = the way of convincing or persuading 

a. ethical proof: the unassailable character of the speaker, the speaker's 'good name' 

b. emotional proof: compelling images, music, juxtapositions intended to attach connotations, implied address to 
'decent people everywhere' 



i. Identification = the viewer's being drawn into an empathetic attachment to a character's situation, even if that 

character represents a type 

c. demonstrative proof: making evidence persuasive [could be a half truth]; some ideological systems will be overt 
and will be addressed or assumed to be important, other ideological systems will never be addressed [commonly, the ones 
not addressed are dominant ideas about masculinity, femininity, heterosexuality]. Mixed messages are as common in 
documentaries as in fiction [e.g., what a person of color might see in these, or a homeless person, or a prisoner] 

16. Excess = what does not seem to fit into 'information' 

a. the exotic and 'otherness,' the 'outside the law of the narrative' [e.g., guessing which people in the film are gay]. Yet 
without a dominant system, excess would not exist. 

b. color, texture, performance, spectacle, entertainment, the close-up 

c. triggered emotions 

d. history as the ever-present excess of documentary 

i. history is not a text, a cause, but not available to us except through textual form 

ii. the whole context of an image not given; complexity, which is always lost in the news 

iii. death 

iv. the local = the culturally, geographically, institutionally, linguistically, or economically specific 

v. the sacramental = the sign signifies something far beyond it [trance in anthropological films] 

vi. the focus of the film elides key perspectives [showing 'our side' or even including 'the opposing side'] 

17. Indexicality- the stickiness of reality 

a. images show only the visible, not the motivation behind the action 

b. where does authentication come from? 

c. the commentator's act of labeling, which proposes attributes 

18. Doc'y subjectivity concentrates less on human psychology than on strengthening the viewer's sense of human 

engagement with the historical world. May attempt convey the feel or texture of an event or experience. Use of distinctively 
subjective images reclaim a dimension of human experience that had been lost in the movement toward an observational 
stance and scrupulous non-intervention. 

19. Historical recognition = viewer's knowledge as precondition for footage to become evidence. Highly variable— 
what is one person's evidence is another person's fiction. 

a. who finds home movies compelling? 

b. the 'click' of a gestalt 

i. recognition of typicality. Cultural and national differences crucial here — the poor Vs 'the people'. A scene viewed 
as descriptively 'thick' or just in terms of a simple connotation. 

ii. recognition of a specific person [varies from one film to another] 

c. the compact we strike with a text 

20. Nichols' comparison of news, pornography, and advertising in terms of historical bond to real world, direct address 
or labeling, subjectivity, and recognition of specific social actors. 




